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The History of Inspection
Programs and the Debate
on Current Procedures

The meat and poultry inspection system of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) was created just after the turn of the century, as
the nation was evolving from an agrarian to an industrial society.
Although the earliest laws were passed to assure European importers of
the safety of the American meat supply, meat and poultry inspection
practices today focus on providing safe and wholesome products for
Americans. This chapter looks at the evolution of the current USDA
inspection system to show how several technological and social changes
have affected inspection concepts and procedures.

From earliest times humans have eaten meat from animals. Various
ancient cults and religious groups prohibited the consumption of
certain types of meat.  The food edicts of ancient Egypt, for example,
proclaimed the pig unclean and the cow sacred, and the eating of their
flesh as food was banned.  Prohibitions such as these were probably
based on considerations of sacrament or perhaps economics rather than
public health. The real reasons behind the ceremonial food prohibition
have long been lost, and anthropologists speculate that the origins
were probably many and illogical (Collins, 1966).

The first civilizations in the Mediterranean area regulated and
supervised the slaughter and handling of meat-animals (Forrest ejt al.,
1975). Both the slaughter and the marketing of meat were inspected in
ancient Athens and Rome, and the general marketing of food was
supervised by food inspectors in Athens.  Jewish sacrificial animals
had to be perfect enough to be eaten by a priest, so priests naturally
became good judges of livestock.  With time, the rabbis1 authority
stretched to include all meat in Jewish communities (Collins, 1966).

In the eighth century, Pope St. Zachary forbade the consumption of
meat of animals ill with diseases that were considered dangerous to
humans. Beginning in 1162, laws passed in England, France, and Germany
banned the sale of meat from diseased animals.  Some type of inspection
system has been in existence ever since (Collins, 1966).

Although the sale of contaminated and unwholesome meat has been an
offense in England since Anglo-Saxon times, the first relevant modern
acts of Parliament were not passed until 1835.  In 1938, regulations
covering meat inspection in that country were incorporated into the
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